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The little train rumbled out of the tunnel. Sunlight broke through the smoke and swept into the compartment. Edith Thornhill glanced out of the left-hand window and saw Fontenoy Place glowing on the hillside farther down the valley.

Nearly there. But she wished she hadn’t come.

She turned her head to the other window and there was Trenalt, smudges of grey on the other slope of the valley. The train would be at the station within a couple of minutes. She scrambled to her feet – fortunately she had the compartment to herself – and peered into the mirror beneath the luggage rack. No train smuts, thank God, and her make-up was still as good as it needed to be. She removed the hatpin and rapidly adjusted her hat on her thick fair hair. When the hat was secure again, she straightened her jacket and smoothed her skirt.

What did it matter? No one would know who she was.

The little train slowed. It rattled over a level-crossing and passed a signal box. The platforms slid along the windows. The station seemed smaller and dingier than it had in 1938. There was no longer a tub of flowers beneath the window of the stationmaster’s office. Squealing and hissing, the engine came to a halt.

Panic rose in her throat. There was still time to turn back. Why make herself even more unhappy that she already was?

Edith picked up her handbag, opened the compartment’s door and stumbled on to the platform. She would sit in the waiting room until the next train back to Lydmouth. The stationmaster threw a mailbag into the guard’s van. Edith glanced up and down the platform. Doors slammed. A dozen other passengers had alighted but she recognised none of them. Black ties and dark suits told their own story. She hung back, pretending she needed to tie up her shoelace, waiting until they had filed out of the station.

But she couldn’t stay here where Hugh had—

Something else had changed. She forced her mind away from Hugh to work out what it was. No one was waiting to meet her: that was it. In the old days, Granny had always walked down to the station. Later, when the arthritis had taken hold, there had always been someone here. Bernie, perhaps, or Jack. Sometimes, best of all, even Hugh.

Oh God, not Hugh again. Don’t think about Hugh. Not now. Not here of all places.

The other passengers had gone. The train pulled away. The level-crossing gates creaked and swung open. The stationmaster returned to his sanctum. Edith was alone. She hurried away from the edge of the platform. She glanced up, facing away from the village, and saw on the other side of the valley the slate roofs and harsh red bricks of Highnam Cottage. The minutes passed.

Rufus, she thought, Rufus: why you?

The door of the office opened. The stationmaster stood on the threshold, turning his gold-braided cap round in his hand.

‘Something wrong, ma’am?’

‘No – nothing at all, thank you. I was just tying my shoelace.’

His eyes had taken in her clothes. ‘You’re here for Mr Moorcroft’s funeral, I dare say. Through the station yard and up the hill. You can’t miss the church.’ His mouth moved as if he were about to spit. ‘I’d be there myself if I could have got the time off.’

Edith thanked him and hurried out of the station, fleeing from the curiosity in the man’s face. She trudged through the sunshine up the hill. The air was hot and still. After a few minutes, Edith felt the prickle of sweat. She knew from experience that soon her face would be pink and shiny. The knowledge that she would not look her best made everything worse. Why was it so hot?

Granny had once said, with a bronchial chuckle, that hot weather killed off old people like flies, much more than cold. Then the following winter she died. But Rufus hadn’t been old. According to the notice in the Gazette, he had been sixty-eight. She had glimpsed him twice since she had moved to Lydmouth, and the first time she’d hardly recognised him. In 1938 he had looked ten years younger than his real age. When she had last seen him, he had looked ten years older. He hadn’t recognised her.

‘Excuse me!’

Edith was already turning. At the back of her mind she had been aware of the sound of a car behind her, coming up from the level-crossing beside the station, and known from the change in the engine note that it was slowing. She turned and saw a sleek blue coupé. Sitting at the wheel was a man of about forty with close-cropped dark hair rippling with suppressed curls and glistening with hair oil. He had heavily marked eyebrows and large brown eyes. She thought she might have seen him somewhere before but she could not put a name to him. He leaned out of the window, revealing the black tie round his neck.

‘Are you going to the funeral?’

Edith admitted that she was.

‘Thought so. Like a lift? Time’s getting on.’

Edith hesitated only for a second. She did not want to walk up to the village by herself, past Fiddler’s Cottage where the road forked and where she had waited in the rain all those years ago, past the village hall where she had had her moment of triumph, past the Hudnalls’ house whose windows she had watched surreptitiously for hours from her bedroom in her grandmother’s cottage at the corner of the churchyard. She knew she must see all these places. But she would rather have someone else there at the time, someone to distract her.

‘Thank you. That’s very kind.’

The man got out of the car and opened the passenger door for her. His manners, Edith thought, were a little too good to be true, the gestures a little too exaggerated, but she wasn’t complaining. Now she was closer to him she noticed the bags under his eyes and the vertical lines between the eyebrows. She didn’t know much about men’s suits or about cars, but she thought that in his case both were expensive, like his voice. And the car was a very pretty blue.

‘I thought I’d take the short cut up from the river.’ The man smiled down at her. ‘That was about three-quarters of an hour ago. Don’t they have signposts around here? I’m Randolph Haughton, by the way.’

‘Edith Thornhill.’ His name nudged her memory.

He climbed back into the car. ‘You knew Rufus well?’

‘Not really,’ Edith said. ‘But I knew him better when I was a girl. My grandmother used to live in the village.’ She shot a glance at him, but he appeared to be concentrating on his steering. ‘That was before the war.’

He nodded and to her relief did not ask further questions. ‘I’ve known old Rufus for years,’ he volunteered. ‘Didn’t see him as often as I should have done. You know how it is. Saw quite a lot of him during the war when he was in London for a couple of years. Not so much since then.’ His shoulders twitched. ‘Too late now.’

Edith realised that they must have passed Fiddler’s Cottage already. The village hall flashed by on the right, looking smaller and shabbier than in memory, like the station. Haughton parked at the end of the line of cars along the churchyard wall. The church clock began to toll the half-hour: the service was due to start at eleven-thirty, so everyone else must already be inside.

They hurried along the path to the church door. Edith glimpsed her grandmother’s cottage, the stone tiles now replaced with slate, and a garage standing where the pigsty and the outdoor privy had been. In that instant it became a strange place, nothing to do with her or Granny. Time had moved on, Edith thought, and herself with it. She felt unexpectedly relieved.

Haughton took his hat off in the porch, and the way he automatically smoothed back his hair was faintly familiar, like his name. He held the church door open for her. In the nave, the temperature dropped sharply. The organ was playing and the congregation was standing. Faces turned to look at them. Edith was glad she was not alone but part of an apparent couple. She and Haughton slipped into a pew near the back. And at that moment the organ swelled in volume and the congregation burst into ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’. She picked up a hymnal and fumbled through the pages.

‘Typical,’ Haughton whispered. ‘Ghastly hymn. Rufus loathed it.’

The coffin was up in the choir, resting on trestles and smothered with flowers. Edith sang mechanically, her eyes scanning the backs of the congregation. People changed so much in fifteen years. She wondered if anyone here would recognise her, and wasn’t sure if she wanted them to or not. There was only one person whom she was afraid to meet, but unless he had changed greatly he wasn’t here. She began to relax. The church itself was certainly familiar, almost unchanged as far as she could see.

The hymn stopped and a clergyman she did not know said words she didn’t listen to. Her mind drifted away. She had told no one she was coming, not even Richard. Perhaps especially Richard. She could not live her life entirely in reference to him, after all. Besides, when she had last seen him, leaving the house after breakfast, she had not known she would go to Rufus’s funeral. What would have been the point of telling him? He had other things on his mind these days.

She found herself sitting down, following the herd instinct which afflicts people in churches. A man slipped out of one of the front pews and made his way towards the lectern with its great brass eagle. He was a heavy, broad man, slightly balding, not tall but with a physique which gave an impression of strength. When he reached the lectern, and turned to look at the congregation, she sucked in a sudden breath of air. Haughton glanced at her. Edith stared down at her gloved hands, and felt the blood rising to her cheeks.

So he was here, after all. Jack Graig. As large as life, and several stone heavier than when she’d last seen him. But still Jack Graig.

Edith did not listen to the words he was saying. For all she knew or cared he might have been reading the weather forecast. She heard his voice, though – deeper and firmer than it had been. The rest of the service flowed around her as if it were a stream and she were a rock in the middle of it: and in time the softest water wore down the hardest stone.

Jack Graig can’t be here.

His uncle had died only a week ago. He couldn’t have come back to England in that time, surely? And Rufus Moorcroft had only been an uncle, not a father. They wouldn’t have sent him home on compassionate leave for an uncle. She felt angry – while she stood, knelt, sat, sang and prayed – angry with herself for giving way to a sentimental impulse, angry with fate, and most of all angry with Jack Graig for having the gall to turn up after all these years.

The mourners followed the coffin and the priest into the sun-filled churchyard. Edith had wondered whether they would allow Rufus Moorcroft to lie here. She and Randolph Haughton fell in at the end of the procession which wound between the gravestones to a part of the churchyard near the northern boundary. There were few headstones here, and a pair of trees, a whitebeam and a yew, created a partial screen. Perhaps this was where they put people like Rufus Moorcroft.

She kept on the fringe of the crowd around the open grave, making sure that she was behind Jack Graig. Probably he wouldn’t know her from Adam or, rather, from Eve, but she did not want to put it to the test. She recognised the perpetually frowning features of old George Shipston, the senior partner of the solicitors’ firm in Castle Street. Another familiar face belonged to a middle-aged woman in a squashed felt hat.

‘Morning, Mrs Thornhill,’ said a man’s voice at her shoulder.

Startled, she turned her head. ‘Brian.’

Detective Sergeant Kirby smiled at her and raised his hat, a new bowler which had left a welt across his forehead. He wore a dark suit with padded shoulders which made him look broader than he was, almost like a spiv. The gay green pattern of his tie clashed with the green silk handkerchief peeping from the breast pocket of his jacket. He was bursting with colour and energy, like an exploding firework.

‘Just keeping a watching brief,’ he said. ‘Not the only one, either.’ He had a Londoner’s voice, perhaps a generation removed from pure cockney. His eyes flicked away from her, and she followed his gaze to a plump, elderly man trying half-heartedly to suppress a phlegmy cough on the other side of the grave. ‘Know who that is? Ivor Fuggle, works for the Post.’

Kirby murmured the words in such a low voice that only she could hear him. He smiled and nodded, as though they were casual acquaintances, and moved a yard or two away. Edith had been a policeman’s wife for long enough to know exactly what he had been saying, both with and without words.

The coffin was out of sight in the grave. Jack Graig stared down at it. The rector was speaking. Suddenly there was a stir on the edge of the crowd. A tall, thin woman pushed her way into the mourners, taking no more notice of them than if they had been a field full of long grass, and strode through them to stand by Jack Graig. She had straggling grey hair and a long brown raincoat which trailed down to her ankles. Edith saw her face and immediately recognised the high arched brows, the prominent cheekbones and the curving nose.

Poor Miss Caswell. Edith had thought she would be dead.

Another woman followed in her wake. She was shorter, broader and perhaps twenty years younger, her square brown face fretted with worry lines. She took Miss Caswell’s arm. Miss Caswell snatched it back. The movement pulled her coat apart, revealing the grey pinafore beneath. She stared into the grave, her face absolutely still except for the tears crawling down her cheeks.

Edith looked away. She wanted to cry too, but she did not know whether it was for Rufus or Miss Caswell or herself – or something sadder and less personal than any of them. Earth pattered on the coffin and Jack Graig blew his nose. The crowd dissolved, following a logic of its own, breaking into knots of people moving slowly through the churchyard, chatting, patting pockets in search of matches. Jack stayed with the rector.

Edith moved quickly away. The sooner she left, the less chance of meeting Jack. To her horror, her eye caught a familiar name incised in stone, and her stomach lurched as though the path beneath her feet had suddenly dropped her into a hole. This was where the Hudnalls lay, father and son, Vernon and Hugh.

The son’s grave was enclosed by a marble rectangle like a pair of fire fenders placed back to back. Weeds and grubby chips of marble filled the space between the fenders. At one end was a book-shaped marble tablet with a vase set in it. The vase was empty.

I bet his blasted sister chose it.

Edith forced herself to walk on. She did not want to read the inscriptions. She knew what she would see: that Hugh and his father had died on the same day nearly fifteen years ago.

George Shipston was sitting on a bench near the lychgate, a cigar in his mouth. Ivor Fuggle bent over him, talking earnestly. Edith hurried past. Then Brian Kirby was beside her again, the sun glinting on his thick yellow hair, as shiny as fresh thatch.

He smiled at her. ‘I didn’t realise you knew Rufus Moorcroft.’

‘I knew him slightly when I was a girl.’

‘So did a lot of people.’ Kirby waved in the direction of the grave. ‘Not a bad turnout.’

‘My grandmother used to live in Trenalt,’ Edith said, answering the question which he hadn’t asked. ‘Sometimes I’d come and stay with her. Mr Moorcroft was very well liked. He did a lot for the village, one way and another.’

‘Who’s the old woman? The one who turned up at the grave.’

‘Her name’s Cicely Caswell,’ she said. ‘She . . . she was a friend of Mr Moorcroft’s.’

‘Not quite right in the head?’

‘She used to be a patient at Fontenoy Place.’

‘Sort of nursing home, isn’t it?’

Edith nodded. She was glad to see Brian because she liked him, and she was almost certain that he liked her – and not in the way he should like the wife of a superior officer. It was an open secret that he and Joan Ailsmore, a WPC at Lydmouth, were courting. Sometimes that gave her a tiny twinge of jealousy. But her usual pleasure in seeing him was diluted by the fact that she wished they hadn’t met here. He would tell Richard that he had seen her. She had nothing to hide, of course, absolutely nothing. But sometimes it would be nice to do things without having to explain why.

‘Who’s the chap you’re with?’ Kirby asked in a carefully neutral voice.

‘Someone who used to know Mr Moorcroft. We didn’t come together, actually. He offered me a lift up from the station.’

Kirby nodded. ‘So you don’t know how he knew Moorcroft?’

‘No, I don’t.’ Edith’s irritation showed in her voice, and she took a step towards the gate.

‘Oh – there’s old Shipston,’ Kirby said. ‘Excuse me.’

He walked away, head back, bouncing on the balls of his feet as though they were made of rubber. Edith’s eyes travelled in front of him, to George Shipston, who was looking at Miss Caswell. There was something in the solicitor’s face that made her shiver. He looked as though he were starving and wanted to devour the old woman to satisfy his hunger.

Haughton came up on her other side, and she turned to him almost with relief. ‘I gather they’ve laid on tea and sandwiches in the village hall. Are you coming?’

‘No, I’d better not.’ She couldn’t avoid bumping into Jack in the village hall. ‘I must get back to Lydmouth.’

He took out a cigarette and tapped it on his case. ‘Look – I know this must seem strange but haven’t we met somewhere before? Here, even?’

‘No – I don’t—’ Edith broke off and stared at him. It was the eyes which gave him away. Middle-aged Randolph Haughton with his ravaged face still had the eyes of someone younger: a slim, dark young man with eyes like a spaniel’s. She frowned and plucked the name hesitantly from the past. ‘Randolph?’

He froze, the cigarette halfway between the case and his lips. ‘By God,’ he said softly. ‘Edith. Edith Broadbent. The leading lady.’

‘It’s Thornhill now,’ she said automatically. Her heart was racing. Randolph had been a friend of Hugh’s. He had come down to Trenalt to stay with the Hudnalls at least twice during that last summer. She hadn’t had much to do with him because he had seemed much older and terrifyingly sophisticated. How much had he known about what was really going on?

Randolph lit the cigarette with a gold lighter, his hand trembling slightly. He blew out smoke and licked a shred of tobacco from his lips. Just as he was opening his mouth to speak, his eyes widened and his gaze moved from Edith’s face to someone approaching behind her.

‘Edith!’ The voice was unmistakable – it hadn’t changed since Edith was six years old, when she had heard Miss Caswell lecturing a tramp about the virtues of a nice cup of tea while giving him a shilling. The lecture had continued even after the tramp vanished into the public bar of the Bear. ‘Did you say Thornhill? But it’s Edith Broadbent, isn’t it? I saw you over there and I thought, I know that face. I never forget a face.’

Edith held out a hand and Miss Caswell shook it briefly, smiling benevolently at Edith.

‘You probably won’t remember me.’

‘Of course I do, Miss Caswell.’ She saw the old woman’s eyes running over her. ‘I was so sorry to hear about Mr Moorcroft.’

Miss Caswell’s lips trembled. ‘Least said, soonest mended.’ Then her face sharpened. ‘Though there’s a lot I could say.’

Her companion at the graveside walked quickly towards them and took Miss Caswell by the arm. ‘Come along, dear, you mustn’t go bothering people, especially not strangers.’

‘Don’t be silly, Lindor,’ Miss Caswell said. ‘And don’t paw me. Besides, this isn’t a stranger.’

‘Miss Caswell, you—’

‘She’s Edith Broadbent. I’ve known her since she was a little girl. She used to come and stay with her grandmother in the cottage over there.’ She flapped the skirts of her long brown coat like a bird ruffling its feathers. ‘Before your time, Lindor.’

The brown-faced woman glanced at Edith, who nodded and smiled, confirming Miss Caswell’s story.

‘Have you come back to live in Trenalt?’ Miss Caswell enquired.

‘No, I live in Lydmouth.’

‘Lydmouth! I haven’t been there for years. Far too much traffic these days. One hardly sees a horse.’

Lindor touched Miss Caswell’s sleeve. ‘Dr Angmer won’t like it if you overexcite yourself.’

‘Dr Angmer is a silly billy. I’m not overexciting myself. I’m meeting an old friend.’ The mouth began to tremble again and suddenly the eyes were huge with unshed tears. ‘And saying goodbye to an old one. To my best friend.’

‘That’s enough, dear. Really, I think it’s time we were getting back. We don’t want to be late for lunch.’

‘Whyever not?’ said Miss Caswell, recovering her cheerfulness. ‘It’s Tuesday, so that means dried figs.’ She stooped towards Edith and lowered her voice a fraction. ‘They give us dried figs to keep us regular.’

‘Come along, dear,’ Lindor said.

‘Hello, Miss C., Miss Lindor,’ said a new voice, belonging to the woman whose face had seemed familiar to Edith by the graveside. ‘You are Mrs Broadbent’s Edith, aren’t you,’ she informed Edith. ‘Remember me, dear?’ She tugged the black felt hat. ‘Susan Solly. I used to help out at Oak Tree House but just before the war I went to help Mr Moorcroft instead. Didn’t live in, mind. He was a lovely gentleman. If you ask me, he never really recovered after his wife died. You know it was me that found him? I just couldn’t help looking. Too curious by half, that’s what my mother used to say to me.’ She gazed placidly round the churchyard. ‘You know, we were all here on Saturday for the wedding of my sister’s youngest. Makes you think, doesn’t it? That’s what I said to my Ernie. Life and death, you can’t have one without the other. Just like a—’

‘I wanted to ask you something, Mrs Solly,’ Miss Caswell broke in, apparently unaware that Mrs Solly was talking. ‘You’d probably remember if anyone would.’ She wrapped bony fingers around the other woman’s plump forearm and lowered her head to the level of her ear. ‘What was the name of the woman who married the White Rabbit?’

‘The White Rabbit!’ Mrs Solly shrieked with laughter and then, remembering where she was, choked her mirth and turned it into a cough. ‘What are you—’

‘Was it Constance? Or was she simply like Constance? So easy to confuse the two, isn’t it? And I suppose if she’s married the White Rabbit, she’s Mrs Rabbit now. Constance Rabbit. She’s come back now – it was in the paper. You know who I mean. But what’s her name?’

Talking with increasing urgency, Miss Caswell drew Mrs Solly aside.

‘Oh dear,’ Lindor murmured to Edith. ‘We didn’t want her to come to the funeral, but we couldn’t keep her away. Then she took such a time getting ready, I hoped she’d be too late.’

‘You mustn’t worry,’ Edith said.

‘So you knew her before the war?’

‘Slightly, yes.’

‘Do you think she’s worse now than she was then?’

‘She was always . . . she was always a little unusual, but there was never any harm in it.’ Edith looked at Lindor’s face and saw the anxiety there. ‘I’d say she was doing very well for her age. She must be well into her seventies but she looks very fit.’

‘Seventy-five last June,’ Lindor said with a note of pride in her voice. ‘Now, I must get her back to lunch.’

‘Why don’t I run you both back in the car?’ Randolph Haughton said suddenly. He had been standing silently for several minutes, watching and listening. ‘I was a friend of Mr Moorcroft’s,’ he went on, grinding his cigarette out beneath his heel. ‘That’s my car over there – the blue one. Not much room in the back, I’m afraid, but at least it’s not far.’

‘Well, if you’re sure – it would be very kind. But what about your sandwiches and—’

‘I was leaving in any case. I’m having lunch with a friend in Lydmouth, you see.’

‘All right, then. Thank you. She may take a bit of persuading, though. She’s got a bee in her bonnet about walking. Good for the health, she says.’

While Haughton and Lindor were talking, Edith watched Miss Caswell. The old lady released Mrs Solly and sidled towards the lychgate. George Shipston was now talking to the clergyman. He laid his half-smoked cigar on the wall behind him, took out an envelope and made a note on it with a silver pencil. Miss Caswell picked up the cigar, squeezed the smouldering tip on to the grass and slipped the remains into the pocket of her coat. Then she walked swiftly away.

The sequence of actions had a practised furtiveness. How could Cicely Caswell be reduced to stealing half-smoked cigars to consume on the quiet like a naughty schoolgirl? Edith could stand it no longer. She wanted to go home to the silent house in Victoria Road. She slipped away from Haughton and Lindor without saying goodbye, planning to leave the churchyard by the other gate because there would be less chance of her departure being noticed. But as she rounded the buttress at the south-west corner of the nave she collided with Jack Graig.

They jumped apart as though their magnetic fields would not allow them to be close.

‘Edith,’ he said. ‘Edith, I hoped . . . I thought—’

‘Jack – I didn’t expect to see you here.’

‘No.’

‘I was so sorry to hear about your uncle.’

He nodded. ‘It’s all very strange.’ He shook his head as though confused and then gestured towards the dark crowd in the churchyard. ‘I hadn’t realised he was so well liked. To tell the truth, I hadn’t seen as much of him in recent years as I should have done.’ He swallowed. ‘Have you come far?’

‘Only from Lydmouth.’

‘You’re living in Lydmouth – I didn’t know.’

‘For the last few years. We were in East Anglia before that. Cambridgeshire.’

‘Cambridgeshire? My wife came from there.’

‘Your wife? Your wife?’

‘Yes – well, to be precise my ex-wife. Look here, you haven’t got to rush away, have you? There’s tea and sandwiches in the village hall. Or sherry if you prefer. Mrs Solly’s laid it on. You will come, won’t you?’

If she had not been so surprised, Edith would not have agreed. His wife? Instead she nodded and fell into step with him.

‘Poor Uncle Rufus,’ he said. ‘What a way to go.’

‘What exactly happened?’ she said, desperate for something to say.

He stopped and looked down at her. ‘You haven’t heard?’

‘Only what was in the papers.’ And, had she been perfectly honest, what she’d heard in the greengrocer’s and in the butcher’s.

‘They were very kind,’ Jack said harshly. ‘While the balance of the mind was disturbed – all that rot. Everyone liked Uncle Rufus, you see. Respected him, even. So they wanted to make things as easy as possible. But if you ask me, he was as sane as you or me. So he must have known exactly what he was doing.’ He hesitated and looked straight into Edith’s eyes. ‘And why.’


Chapter Two
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‘Sit down, Thornhill,’ Drake said. The Deputy Chief Constable was sharpening a pencil, the shavings falling into an ash-free ashtray. ‘I wanted to catch you now because I’m driving round the divisions this afternoon,’ he announced. ‘Nothing like being on the spot to find out how things are getting on.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Thornhill said.

‘And there’s another thing. What’s all this about the Moorcroft case?’ Drake pushed the point of his pencil into the fleshy ball of his thumb and, apparently satisfied, laid it carefully on his blotter. ‘Why have you sent Kirby to the funeral? Mr Hendry told me this morning that he thought there was no reason why we should leave the file open.’

‘With respect, sir, Mr Hendry hasn’t seen Sergeant Kirby’s last report.’

Drake’s eyebrows, each the colour and shape of a miniature fox’s brush, arched. ‘Nor have I.’

‘No, sir. You were with Mr Hendry and I didn’t like to disturb you. But in the meantime I thought I’d better send Sergeant Kirby over to Trenalt.’

The DCC grunted. He was a small, sturdy man with thinning ginger hair. He had spent ten years in India, rising to the rank of District Superintendent of Police. After Partition, he had been seconded to advise the police force of the newly independent Pakistan. During his years abroad, his fair skin had turned a dull uniform red. His appointment as DCC and head of the county’s CID had followed soon after Superintendent Williamson’s retirement. The word in the canteen was that it was a case of appoint in haste, repent at leisure.

‘Why haven’t I seen this report?’

‘It was left in your secretary’s in-tray. That was the normal procedure with Superintendent Williamson.’

Drake looked up. ‘I may be instituting some of my own procedures, Inspector. You’d better give me the essentials. I’d understood it was an open-and-shut case of suicide.’

‘Yes, sir. So did everyone. And it may be no more than that. But there are one or two loose ends.’

Drake leant across the desk, his small blue eyes bright and hard. ‘Man’s lost his wife. Washes down a few dozen sleeping pills with half a bottle of whisky. Leaves a considerate little note for the housekeeper. Where’s the problem?’

Thornhill shrugged. ‘Put like that, there isn’t one.’

‘No sign of anyone else on the premises,’ Drake continued. ‘The pathologist comes up with nothing suspicious. Friends say he’s been depressed. His GP says he’s not surprised Moorcroft snapped. One of those strong silent types, he reckoned, where everything bubbles away inside, out of sight.’

‘He hadn’t been to see his GP for three years, sir. And then there’s the point that his wife died years ago, in 1935. So why kill himself now?’

‘Not our problem, Thornhill.’

‘According to Sergeant Kirby, Moorcroft had quite a bonfire on the night he died.’

‘Natural enough. Personal stuff, no doubt. It’s all of a piece with the note for the housekeeper.’ Drake sipped black tea from a dainty flowered cup, while his eyes studied Thornhill over the brim. ‘We’re not trick cyclists, thank God. We’re only concerned with what people do, and whether they’ve broken the law. We don’t have to worry about why.’

Thornhill hesitated. ‘This bonfire, sir. One or two scraps of paper hadn’t burned properly. Sergeant Kirby found part of a receipted bill from a clinic in Cardiff. The Eastville Clinic.’

‘Well?’

‘Moorcroft’s GP didn’t know that he was receiving treatment elsewhere. Why burn a bill?’

‘You don’t act rationally on half a bottle of whisky and enough barbiturates to stun an elephant.’

‘We looked through his bank statements and returned cheques. There were no payments to the Eastville Clinic.’

‘Then he paid in cash – people sometimes do, you know – or he used another account. No – we let sleeping dogs rest in peace.’ Drake looked up, meeting Thornhill’s eyes. ‘There’s one more thing. On quite another subject.’

‘Sir?’

‘Mr Hendry and I intend to set up a central office of senior detectives for serious crimes.’

Thornhill felt his eyes flicker, and hoped Drake hadn’t noticed. ‘For the whole county?’

‘Yes. It’s a more efficient way to use resources. The Standing Joint Committee approved the plan this morning. The office will be run by a detective chief inspector with a team of officers seconded from around the divisions to work under him. The DCI’s job could be an external or an internal appointment.’

‘Do we know when the office will be set up, sir?’

‘The sooner the better, in my view. But it depends on whether we advertise outside the force, among other things.’ The Deputy Chief Constable glanced at his watch and stood up. ‘Time for lunch, I think. Either way, there’ll be an official announcement about the reorganisation by the end of the week. But I’d like you to keep it under your hat until then. I wanted to tell the officers in charge of divisional CIDs beforehand.’

A few minutes later, Thornhill walked slowly down the High Street. He was going to buy a birthday present. The pavements were crowded with shoppers and workers hurrying home to lunch. He bumped into a stout gentleman and muttered an apology. His mind was full of what Drake had said.

A central office for the county’s CID would have a profound effect on the entire force. Thornhill wanted to be in that central office, if possible running it, which would mean a promotion to boot. The snag was, every other detective would want to join it too. If they advertised the top job outside the county, they would get a flood of applications. Would the central office be effective? If the scheme went ahead, it wouldn’t do much for the morale of the detectives who weren’t chosen to join it. He wondered what Superintendent Williamson would think of the idea. He was willing to bet that the old man had already received a phone call from one of his former colleagues.

He drifted into McLean’s Bookshop, which was in a side road near the Bull Hotel.

‘You sent me a card to say a book I ordered has come in,’ he said to the assistant. ‘The Blue Field by John Moore. My name’s Thornhill.’

The assistant took her time finding the book, wrapping it up and receiving payment. Meanwhile a small queue built up behind Thornhill. He turned and caught the eye of a tall, thin woman in early middle age. She looked away at once, and examined the blue spines of a row of Pelicans with ostentatious interest. She had a narrow face dominated by a long, slightly crooked nose, and wore a little brown hat with what looked like a small antenna sprouting from its crown. Thornhill guessed she had recognised him. One of the drawbacks of his job was the loss of anonymity which went with it, especially in a town the size of Lydmouth. He had seen her before somewhere – perhaps had passed her in the street. He turned back to the counter to receive his change.

He walked back to Police Headquarters. Instead of going up the steps to the front door, he went around to the car park at the rear of the building. He unlocked his Austin and stretched out his hand to the Oxo tin on the back seat. He wondered what Edith had given him today. Cheese and tomato sandwiches, probably. Sometimes he yearned for ham.

‘Richard!’

Thornhill straightened up quickly, banged his head on the roof of the car, and swore. Bernie Broadbent was standing in the porch of the back entrance of the police station, his arm raised in greeting. Bernie was one of the county councillors on the Standing Joint Committee and had probably stayed behind after the meeting for a drink with the Chief Constable.

‘I was hoping I would bump into you,’ Bernie said as he lumbered down the steps. ‘How’s my little Edith?’

‘Fine, thank you.’ Thornhill’s wife and Bernie Broadbent were cousins, a circumstance which Thornhill found acutely embarrassing.

‘And the children?’

‘Camping in Pembrokeshire with Sylvia and her family.’

‘James was telling me about poor old Rufus Moorcroft,’ Bernie said. He was now on Christian name terms with Mr Hendry, the Chief Constable. ‘I’d have gone to the funeral if it hadn’t been for this meeting.’

‘You knew Moorcroft?’

Bernie shrugged heavy shoulders and fumbled in his jacket pockets for pipe and tobacco pouch. ‘I used to know him a bit before the war. Not well – but I saw him occasionally when I went over to Trenalt. My auntie lived there. But you’ll know all about her, of course – your Edie’s gran.’

Thornhill nodded, though he hadn’t been aware that Edith’s grandmother had lived in Trenalt; it was possible that she had told him and he had forgotten. He wondered what else he didn’t know. Perhaps Edith had even met Rufus Moorcroft.

‘Nothing odd about the death, was there?’ Bernie said. There was an unexpected note in his voice. He sounded almost jaunty.

‘Suicide, as far as we know.’

Bernie stuffed the unlit pipe in his mouth. He looked at Thornhill and for a moment seemed on the verge of saying something else. Then he waved his hand in farewell and strolled across the car park to his Riley.

Thornhill stared after him. At that moment a gleaming BSA motorbike turned into the car park. It thundered to a halt a few yards away from Thornhill. The rider removed his goggles.

‘Afternoon, sir,’ said Brian Kirby.

‘How did it go? Good turnout?’

‘A lot of people. At least a couple of hundred, I should say. Did you know he was a war hero?’

‘Which war?’

‘The first. He was in the Royal Flying Corps or something – won a couple of medals. The rector mentioned it in his address. He seems to have been very well liked in the village. Did a lot for local charities and so on.’

They went into the building together and walked up to the first floor. Thornhill led the way into his little office. He laid the book on the desk and waved Kirby to a chair.

‘What about family?’

‘There was a nephew there – Major Graig. Seemed a decent enough sort of chap. He’s staying at the house.’ Kirby’s voice hardened. ‘Fuggle turned up. Odd, don’t you think? Country funerals aren’t usually his cup of tea. Even when the dear departed is someone like Rufus Moorcroft.’

‘Do you think he knows something we don’t?’

Kirby fiddled with the knot of his tie, a new one which Thornhill suspected that WPC Joan Ailsmore had given him. ‘The man’s got a nose for dirt, I’ll say that for him. They say the Post pays him a fortune. He made a beeline for the Bear afterwards.’ He shifted his chair. ‘Oh, and I had a word with Mrs Thornhill, too. I didn’t realise she was going.’

‘Her grandmother used to live in Trenalt before the war,’ Thornhill said smoothly. Under cover of the desk, he squeezed his left hand into a fist. ‘Mr Drake thinks there’s no reason to keep the investigation open.’

‘Fair enough, I suppose. Oh, but there was one other thing. Before I went to the funeral, I talked to the telephone people. Moorcroft made a trunk call on the night of his death, to a Mayfair number – flat in Bruton Street, registered in the name of Haughton.’

‘You tried it?’

Kirby nodded. ‘Someone who said she was the maid answered. Turned out to be one of a block of service flats. She put me through to the porter. He said that Haughton had gone away for a few days. Wasn’t sure where.’

Thornhill tapped the lid of the Oxo tin. ‘Go and have some lunch now. But afterwards, there’d be no harm in phoning Highnam Cottage and asking Major Graig if he knows the man.’

When he was alone, Thornhill pushed the sandwich box aside. He felt uneasy. Why hadn’t Edith mentioned she was going to Trenalt? He was annoyed with her. She had no right to conceal something from him. Then it occurred to him that if she had no right then nor did he. It was an uncomfortable thought and he tried to distract himself from it.

He unwrapped the book and sniffed the smell of fresh paper. He wondered whether he dared write something on the flyleaf. Something to make it personal. He uncapped his fountain pen and stared at the virgin page.

While he was waiting for inspiration, another unwelcome thought slipped into his mind. He remembered where he had seen the thin-faced woman before. Surely she worked at the Lydmouth Gazette? Among her colleagues was Jill Francis. He shivered. Too close for comfort?


Chapter Three

[image: missing-image]

Jill Francis saw the elegant blue car as soon as she came into the front office of the Gazette. Two schoolboys were peering into the driver’s window, their faces rapt as though providence had granted them an angelic visitation.

Inside the office, Randolph Haughton was leaning on the counter, chatting to the receptionist. Just as Jill entered the room, the bell above the street door pinged and Amy Gwyn-Thomas came in, wearing her new beige hat. Jill lifted the flap of the counter for her. With the slightest of nods, the smallest possible acknowledgement of the courtesy, the secretary glided past her. Jill felt momentarily chilled as though a draught had touched her.

‘Jill, darling!’

Randolph lunged towards her. He took her hands and kissed her ceremoniously on both cheeks. His gesture managed to imply that if only there had been a muddy puddle before her, he would have been delighted to cover it with a velvet cloak or anything else that came to hand. Behind her, Jill heard a sharp intake of air. Miss Gwyn-Thomas was enjoying the spectacle.

Still holding her hands, he stood back. ‘Look, I hope you don’t mind my dropping in like this.’

‘Of course I don’t. You said on the phone you’re down for a funeral?’

‘Ghastly things. And what’s worse is what happens afterwards: I left them having tea and Spam sandwiches in the village hall. You’re my excuse for avoiding all that, bless you. Where shall we have lunch?’

‘It’ll have to be the Bull Hotel, I’m afraid. I haven’t much time. But we can walk – it’s only a few yards.’

He held the door open for her and she passed into the street. Glancing back, she saw the receptionist and Amy Gwyn-Thomas staring after her, the one curious and the other disapproving.

‘Where was the funeral?’ Jill asked.

‘Trenalt. Do you know it?’

‘I’ve never actually been there.’

‘Chap called Rufus Moorcroft. All rather sudden.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

He grimaced. ‘In the midst of life, eh? I hadn’t seen him for a while, and now I wish I had.’ He took her arm and they strolled down the pavement. ‘It’s a pretty part of the world – good-looking country . . . I think I might stay in Trenalt for a day or two. There’s a nice little pub and they do rooms. I want to do some work, you see, and there never seems to be any peace and quiet in London.’

‘Work?’

He glanced at her and grimaced. ‘One of my little pieces. The poetry of Robert Herrick.’

Jill nodded. Randolph Haughton had no need to work but he created the illusion that he did in a variety of ways. He spent an inordinate amount of time slaving over literary essays which occasionally appeared in magazines with small circulations. They were generally magazines in which he was a shareholder. He thought of himself as a man of letters, and Jill liked him enough to let him get away with it.

‘Who’s it for?’ she asked. ‘Do you know?’

‘Berkeley’s.’

‘Really?’ Jill knew that her surprise had shown in her voice. ‘Well done – you must be pleased.’

Berkeley’s was a 150-year-old fortnightly journal which mixed political comment with a range of cultural reviews and articles. It was traditionally liberal in slant and had a healthy five-figure circulation.

Randolph paused outside the portico of the Bull. ‘Actually, it’s mine now. Well, not exactly mine but quite a lot of it is, if you know what I mean.’

Jill nodded gravely. ‘How nice. Will you take an active interest?’

‘Oh yes. I’d like to see more politics. I think it’s grown a bit smug in the last few years and they’re not getting the younger readers they used to. Which also means the advertising revenue is beginning to slip.’

Jill nodded, knowing he was probably right. Randolph Haughton was a bad writer but a good businessman.

A few minutes later they were sitting in the hotel dining room with Forbin the head waiter fussing over them. Randolph looked first at the menu and then at the wine list, and his dark, lined face grew sadder and sadder.

‘The only thing that’s really trustworthy is the steak-and-kidney pudding,’ Jill murmured to him. ‘And Forbin does have wine which isn’t on the list – you could ask him about that.’

He glanced around the vast dining room with its peeling wallpaper, frayed tablecloths and stained carpet. ‘My dear – how could you bury yourself somewhere like this?’

‘Oh, it has its advantages. Don’t grumble, Randolph – remember those Spam sandwiches.’

After they had ordered, Randolph sat back, sipping the sherry that Forbin had found him. ‘What’s your editor like? Bit of a bumpkin?’

‘Philip’s a dear. I’ve known him for years. If he and Charlotte weren’t away I’d introduce you.’

Randolph offered her a cigarette. She noticed with approval the snowy-white cuffs of his shirt, the slim gold case and the expensive cigarettes. She liked nice things. Who didn’t? She listened as he negotiated with Forbin about the wine, bringing to the task a judicious mixture of authority and flattery, together with a hint of future financial recompense. It was a game, she thought, and Randolph and Forbin both knew the rules. Soon there was a bottle of claret dating from the year of the old king’s Silver Jubilee on the table.

Randolph could be an engaging companion and the conversation flowed easily. He talked about people they both knew and about his plans for Berkeley’s. After the steak-and-kidney pudding, he refilled their glasses and offered Jill his cigarette case again.

‘Tell me about work.’ He wriggled his eyebrows. ‘Village shows and funerals and council meetings?’

‘It’s not all like that. I’m increasingly concerned with running the paper, actually. And when Philip’s away I’m acting editor.’

‘But you must find it rather dull. And surely some of the people become a bit tiresome?’

‘You get tiresome people anywhere.’ But as she spoke Jill was aware that part of her was agreeing with him. ‘Oh, all right. I know. In London you can get away from them more easily. Did you notice the woman who came into the Gazette office just as I came down?’

He shook his head.

‘She’s Philip’s secretary. She’s been in love with him for years, and for some reason she’s jealous of me. She can really be quite unpleasant. I think she spies on me.’ She stopped, then forced a laugh. She wasn’t used to so much alcohol at lunchtime, not these days, and she shouldn’t let her tongue run away with her. ‘I’m exaggerating, of course, but it can get a little tedious.’

Randolph clucked in sympathy. ‘It sounds absolutely frightful. Do you ever feel – well, nostalgic for London?’

‘Yes – I suppose I do.’

He stared at her for a moment without speaking.

‘Still,’ Jill went on, her voice sounding artificially cheerful to herself, ‘one can always go up for a night or two. It’s not as if London is the other side of the solar system.’

At times, she thought, Lydmouth felt as if it were in another galaxy. At that moment Forbin appeared with the menu. After the waiter had gone, Randolph turned the conversation to politics. He had a wide acquaintance and a taste for gossip, and soon Jill was enjoying herself. A resignation from the Cabinet would soon be announced, and she and Randolph speculated happily about the possible reason.

They decided to take their coffee in the cavernous lounge at the front of the hotel. Randolph went on ahead, while Jill visited the lavatory. When she reached the lounge a few minutes later, she found him sprawling in an armchair with the Lydmouth Gazette open on his lap and a cigarette drooping from the corner of his mouth.

‘I’ve seen worse, dear,’ he said, tapping the paper. ‘You do quite a good job.’

‘Not just me,’ Jill snapped. ‘Philip Wemyss-Brown is one of the best journalists I’ve ever worked with. There are a few pockets of professional competence outside London.’

He grinned at her. ‘You’ve got such a nice way of being cross.’

She felt herself smiling back, knowing that she had risen to the bait he had dangled in front of her and that both his condescension and her irritation were part of another game, like the one he had played with Forbin but with different rules. A waitress arrived with their coffee and, as an afterthought, Randolph ordered brandy.

‘I feel I deserve it. I do so hate funerals.’ He glanced down at the newspaper. ‘I didn’t realise Gareth Loysey lived here.’

‘He and his wife moved down a few months ago. They’re living a few miles outside Lydmouth. She grew up in this part of the world. In Trenalt, actually.’

Randolph nodded. ‘I know. Her brother was a friend of mine at Oxford, and I met her once or twice before the war – before she became Mrs Loysey. I met him, too – Loysey, I mean. They were courting, or rather she was. Have you met him?’

‘Not yet. I’m going to do a piece on him in the next few days, though.’ The item in the paper mentioned Loysey’s giving a talk at Ashbridge School. ‘What do you think of his work?’

Randolph shrugged. ‘So-so. I saw his last show, as a matter of fact – Rosendale’s, Cork Street. I went to the opening – God knows what it cost to put on. All rather vulgar – quails’ eggs and Roederer.’ He sniffed. ‘No, I prefer his older work. To my mind, he’s got rather tame since the war.’

‘Does he sell?’

‘I doubt if he makes much money out of it. Never has, as far as I know. He’s probably got private means.’

The brandy arrived. Jill had accepted a glass, feeling she deserved the treat but would probably live to regret it. After the first sip, she blurted out: ‘I’m glad you came. It’s my birthday. So this feels like a celebration.’

‘Many happy returns, darling.’ He stood up and planted smacking kisses on her cheeks, much to the delight of the other people in the lounge. ‘I wish I’d known it was your birthday – I’d have looked for a present.’ He sat down heavily in his chair and lit yet another cigarette. ‘Actually, I do have something for you.’ He smiled, one side of his mouth higher than the other. ‘Not a present – more of a proposition. I wondered if you’d like to give me a hand with Berkeley’s.’

Jill had taken a mouthful of brandy and surprise made her cough. She dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘Doing what? Something freelance?’

‘No. Staff – features editor, in fact. I need someone to pull that side of things together. Someone who knows what I’m looking for.’

‘It – it would mean moving back to London.’

‘Of course. But if you’re worried about accommodation there’s no need. A cousin of mine has a house in Lancaster Gate with an empty flat at the top of it. You could have that while you found your feet. For as long as you liked.’
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